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African Americans frequently contested the place of the Negro spiritual in the Black 

community in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The sound of spirituals sang by the 

Fisk Jubilee Singers during their nationwide tour still resonated clearly when Jennie Cheathem 

Lee drafted a speech that noted how numerous women graduates of Fisk prompted her 

“department” to “[give] greater impetus to the study of the highest grade of music and to 

serious[ly] study and [appreciate] the classics.” By writing this remark, Lee enlisted herself 

among a cadre of African Americans arguing in favor of music’s value for Black culture and 

community building. Her tenure as choir director at Tuskegee Institute began at the cusp of the 

twentieth century, in 1903—a time rife with violent attacks upon the Black community’s 

character, political rights, and general access to life.  

Tuskegee Institute, now known as Tuskegee University, is a historically Black college 

formed under Booker T. Washington in Macon County, Alabama. The school developed 

alongside the small town of Tuskegee—located at the edge of Alabama’s “Black Belt,” where 

cotton reigned as king—and the town and institution maintained intricate and significant ties.  

Seeing business ownership and land development as the main route of economic success for the 

Black community, Washington strayed from more liberal forms of teaching for that which is 

hands on. Everything taught at the institute was meant to refine the student body from the stain 

of slavery. As a result, if Mrs. Lee wished to gain aid for her choir, she had to proposition the 

teaching of music as valuable in the long term.  

While grasping at fleeting Reconstruction-era gains, many within the Black community 

became disillusioned with the idea of government assistance in their racial uplift efforts. In 

looking forward to the possibilities of Black life in the future, they mapped out their destinies 

through self-help methods. Many of their claims for the future situated them with one foot in the 
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past and one foot in the future as a result of the lingering impacts of enslavement. Many 

racialized and violent caricatures of Black people curated by white racists maintained its 

presence during Jim Crow to ensure the social subordination of the Black community. In an 

attempt to escape these images, Black people wished to show themselves and their history as 

valuable, refined, intelligent, and respectable people.  

Through the use of what historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham calls “respectability 

politics,” the Black community adapted to Victorian social norms while still pursuing racial 

uplift. In doing so, they wished to refashion how they presented themselves and thus gain esteem 

from the white community. This new image was deemed the “Modern” or “New Negro” and 

even sparked several texts, most notably Booker T. Washington’s A New Negro for a New 

Century: An Accurate and Up to Date Record of the Upward Struggles of the Negro Race. 

Wanting to shift focus to this newly-refined negro, the book highlights how much progress the 

Black community had made post-enslavement. The Black community, highly aware of how the 

imagery of the ignorant slave impacted their present, wished to strip all aspects that could be 

identified with slavery. This also included the Christian spirituals cultivated during enslavement.  

Jennie C. Lee collected a variety of documents about what would be deemed as classical 

music, yet she also collected a picture of the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who made their debut touring 

the nation singing what was considered low-folk culture music—the negro spiritual. This tour 

sparked renewed interest in spirituals within the Black community, but also among the white 

community. The group campaigned that they were bringing these songs in an “authentic” farm-

to-table, or more accurately, plantation-to-stage manner. The concept was titillating to the white 

audience and cultivated a black aestheticization for them. The increased interest in negro 

spirituals was noted by Lee and many others and allowed them to justify reclaiming the 
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spirituals. Spirituals are a part of a long African oral tradition, but were also a way for enslaved 

Black men and women to document their history and pass down their stories. For the Black 

community to sustain this form of memory and culture cultivation, they first positioned it as 

important to the dominant, white majority. The ability of the Black community to save this 

aspect of their history and pass it down through generations was dependent on how the white 

community would leverage it against them.  

These pieces from the Jennie Cheathem Lee collection act as a symbol of the overall 

cultural milieu of the time. Her collection of news articles, personal notes, letters, pamphlets, 

graduation pamphlets, and photos not only represents her personal narrative but how her life’s 

work was molded by the larger political landscape of the time. Her finding it necessary to collect 

various opinions regarding spirituals and write her own arguments in its favor reflect how vital 

and impactful spirituals were for Black life. Furthermore, due to spirituals being a narrative 

composed by the enslaved and thus a part of Black memory, those engaging with these selected 

pieces should reflect with a few questions in mind: how have Black spirituals been perceived 

across racial lines and what caused this rift? How has this racialized schism impacted its 

preservation? Also, how have women taken up the mantle to preserve spirituals? What tactics did 

they use to campaign for the preservation of spirituals? Overall, what does the fact that white 

acceptance of a piece of memory cultivation being the deciding factor say about the power 

dynamics within memory and culture? 
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Lee Takes Note of the Value of Music 

 

 
Image 1: These notes from Jennie Cheathem Lee illuminate her position on music’s place in the 

Black community. For students at the institution, all labor was to be done the aim of the intellectual 
development of the race while also coaching the students to abide by Victorian ideals such as 

“restraint.” The objective of respectability was to cultivate a new image of the Black community 
apart from racist caricatures.  
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Transcription 
 

(Below the full set of notes are transcribed and formatted as written) 
 

1 India 
In the straw 2  
to Mandalay 3 
 Run of Athe 4 
Hoffman 5 
London Bridge is falling 
Blue bells of Scotland 
Cheer the weary traveler 
Rush hour in China 
My old Ky-home 
Little town of Bethlehem 
In old Madrid – 
 
[On Back] 
 
14 Marching Home Georgia 
15 From Greenland by 
mountains 
 
[Next page] 
 
3 to interest 
the teachers try ^ their  
pupils in theoretical 
information, as well 
as historical knowledge 
of music. The orchestra  
+ Baud recruited from  
the young men in students 
Enrich the life 
of the school, with a wealth 
Of musical varieties. 
Great efficiency prevails. 
 
[Next page] 
 
4 
in the training of these 
organizations by an 
army officer Capt. Drye – 
the large chair retains 
a remarkable degree of  
efficiency- under the 
renown 

young director Mr. Dawson 
Only those who have heard 
the marvelous music at  
Tuskegee can understand 
the wonderful possibilities 
 
[Next page] 
 
5 
of teaching music  
there. One finds ringing 
voices smooth, mellow 
and musical with a love  
for, and an appreciation  
of good musical literature 
Perhaps the most significant 
result, is the discovery of  
the unusual musical  
talent often found among 
the students from the 
humblest homes. 
 
[Next page] 
 
6 
These are the ones 
We delight to train 
Of course the future 
Success of music there 
Hinges upon the  
Adequate training of 
Large numbers of the  
high class young men 
and woman who will 
[Next page] 
 
7 
Become leaders of school 
And community music – 
For this, time is given 
all grade teachers 
for vocal music is 
their class rooms and  
this under intelligent  

supervision. 
 
[Next page] 
[unintelligible number] 
 
With the advent of the  
Next six Fisk graduate  
Teachers in piano. Miss 
Prestell, Miss Winter (now 
Mrs. Mc,Kb – Miss 
Simmons 
Now of Sr. Y + others, the  
Department was given 
greater impetus to the 
Study of the highest 
Grade of music and to 
Serious study and  
Appreciation of the classics 
 
[next page] 
 
Almost from its 
beginning, Tuskegee 
has fostered the teaching 
of vocal and instrumental 
music. Miss Villa Hadley* 
the first piano graduate 
of Fisk was the first  
piano teacher at Tuskegee. 
she did splendid work  
there- grading the  
courses in piano-  
 
[Next page] 
11 
children should be taught 
to maybe practice use of 
their 
music, by singing songs 
at-opening exercises at  
rhetoricalls + indeed upon 
Every possible occasion. 
the important – 
pedagogical step should  



                                                                                                                                                Emmanuel 2 

be the teaching of note 
and observative songs 
for musical experience 
and oral experience.   
The value of music is  

much better understood  
to day than ever before,  
not only for its cultural 
and ethical value, but for 
its disciplinary value as 

well, For as I have before 
remarked, music has a 
refining + restraining 
influence 
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Article Highlights White Acceptance of Spirituals 

Image 2: The article above discusses how white people are slowly accepting spirituals as culturally 
valuable. It also takes notes of how white people finding it valuable will lead to Black people accepting its 

place within their culture. 
 

Transcription 
 

Church Choir Sings Spirituals 
 

That white Americans are gradually being persuaded that Negro spirituals are important contributions to 
the cultural product of the United States, that they are full of valuable musical material, that they have 

been so skillfully arranged by Harry T. Burleigh, Nathaniel Dett, Hall Johnson and others, these songs are 
being used frequently by soloist, choirs and choruses in the churches, schools and on the concert stage.  
 Let us hope that the national approval of our own contribution to music will break down the 
prejudice within our own group against the spirituals and will also destroy the misuse of them. Sunday 
morning at the First Presbyterian Church on Fifth avenue the choir sang Burleigh’s arrangements of 

“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and “Deep River.” The former was sung by the entire choir, the latter by 
the male octette. Their interpretation was very good.  
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Lee Diligently Working 

 

 

Image 3: The image above shows Jennie Cheathem Lee in an elegant side profile. Her hair is pinned 
up and she is wearing a dress that covers her neck, which are both signs of Victorian fashion of the 

time. 
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Madame Callaway a Respectable Performer 

 
  

Image 4: The image above shows Madame Mayme Calloway Byron of Chicago. She was 
an African American soprano singer who claimed international fame. The description of 
her as unapproachable highlights how lack of accessibility was synonymous to someone 

who was worthy of respect. 
 

Transcription 
 

MME M. CALLAWAY BYRON 
 

ted and unapproachable golden-throated nightingale soprano song- no has had the honor 
to appear with the Philharmonic Orchestra in and Munich, Germany. She is destined to 
become of the most peratic stars of the present age. 



                                                                                                                                                Emmanuel 5 

Dvorak Gains Fame from Negro Spirituals 
  

Image 5: The article clipping shows Antonin Dvorak who gained the title of being “the great Bohemian musical 
genius.” His compositions were heavily influenced by Black spirituals and were used as evidence that it should be 

accepted due to its use by a white man. 
 

Transcript 
 

Antonin Dvorak, the great Bohemian musical genius, whose symphony “From the New World” based on African 
spirituals and Indian melodies, first drew world attention to the great charm and beauty possessed in these folk 

expressions. 
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Untethering from the Old Negro 

 
 

  

Image 6: The image above is a portion taken from a Fisk graduation pamphlet. It discusses the characteristics of the 
modern-day Black person. It also highlights the place of Historical Black Institutions in the Black community. 

 
Transcription 

 
(2) Modern Day Negro 

 
In every form of civic endeavor there is a common cry for trained leaders. Let us not close our eyes to the fact 

that the simple-minded, ambitionless Uncle Tom type of Negro is passing, and in his stead is arising an American citizen 
who own his home, operates his business, pays his taxes and provides for his own. Every form of the endeavor that is 
open to the white man is open to the Negro. He is an individualist, not a communist. He is an American through and 
through. He loves the Stars and Stripes. He fought and died for them and he would do so again. A guarded education can 
no more be provided for the Negro than for any other American. He must be trained to do productive work, creative 
thinking and to bear the same responsibilities for upholding American ideals as any other citizen.  
 Our white colleges are insufficient and incapable of meeting the need. The task largely remains with Negro 
Institutions which are located for the most part in the South.  
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Spiritual Preservation through Respectable Public Performance 

  

Image 7: The image above is a clipping from the Chicago Defender regarding the events at a 25th anniversary 
celebration at Tuskegee Institute, which is now known as Tuskegee University. The article comments on how 
the choir’s performance shows the “usefulness” of music. Language very popular within respectable circle is 
drizzled throughout the article. It also highlights the importance of Carnegie’s visit.  
 

Transcript 
 

Students Still Preserve Spirituals at Tuskegee 
 
(By a Defender Staff Correspondent) 
 
Tuskegee, Ala., March 20. – When the 25th anniversary of Tuskegee institute was observed here 19 years ago, 
the occasion brought a number of educators, travelers, financiers, journalist, men of affairs and lovers of music. 
The late Dr. Booker T. Washington, orator, teacher, and genius invited them to see how the Negro was trying 
to secure a genuine freedom through useful activity. The visits to the various departments of the institution, 
hearing addresses of prominent personages took up several days. During that time Dr. Washington would have 
Mrs. Jennie Cheathem Lee, director of the choir, sing “spirituals.” – Two of the thousand lifet up their hearts in 
an outburst of emotion. It was beautiful music, full of rhythm, cadence, and form. At one of the evening 
programs Dr. Washington requested the choir sing “Rise. Shine. Give God They Glory.” The late Andrew 
Carnegie was present, and after the conclusion of the song, stated in an address that he had heard the singing of 
the great choirs of the world, but none had such soul-stir-ring and spiritual awakening and none rendered as 
gloriously as the Tuskegee choir.  
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Tily Speaks on the Industrial Aspects of Music 

 

  

Image 8: This image is of an article that discusses Dr. Herbert J. Tily’s argument that music is helpful for those 
exploring industrial work. This argument is especially useful for Jennie Cheathem Lee who is choir director at an 
institution that prioritizes vocational lessons.  
 

Transcript 
 

Dr. Herbert J. Tily On Music and Industry 
 
The study and the practice of music have an important effect upon the daily life of all who follow it and, even to some 
extent, upon their industrial occupation, in the opinion of Dr. Herbert J. Tily, general manager of Strawbridge & 
Clothier and director of the famous chorus.  
 “Music,” said Dr. Tily, “is, or should be, a part of the daily life of every person. If a man has a leaning toward 
music, and is in a position to gratify this taste and share it with others, he experiences a double delight: that of the 
pleasure which music gives him and, in addition, the pleasure which comes from helping others to develop their 
musical inclinations. 

“Music is a pre-eminently a disciplined emotion. All art is to some extent, but music is more than any of the 
others. If a composer in his creative work disciplines his emotions and expresses his musical thoughts in a manner 
which complies with musical requirements, he can hear his creative work only through the instrumentality of 
interpretative artists who render with voice or instruments that which the composer created.” 

 



                                                                                                                                                Emmanuel 9 

Bibliography 

Primary Source Collection 
 

Lee, Jennie C. 1895. UAda.w0003.0000113, Box 1, Folder 4. Jennie C. Lee Papers, A. S. William III 
Special Collections. University of Alabama Libraries, Tuscaloosa, Alabama.  

 

Secondary Sources 

Articles 

Baer, Hans A. "The Limited Empowerment of Women in Black Spiritual Churches: An  
Alternative Vehicle to Religious Leadership." Sociology of Religion 54, no. 1 (1993): 65-82. 
www.jstor.org/stable/3711842. 

 
Bell, Karen Cook. “Literacy, History, and African American Spirituals.” Black Perspectives, 13  

December 2019, https://www.aaihs.org/literacy-history-and-african-american-spirituals/. 
 

Klassen, Pamela E. "The Robes of Womanhood: Dress and Authenticity among African  
American Methodist Women in the Nineteenth Century." Religion and American  
Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 14, no. 1 (2004): 39-82.  
doi:10.1525/rac.2004.14.1.39. 
 

Simms, David. "The Negro Spiritual: Origins and Themes." The Journal of Negro Education 35,  
no. 1 (1966): 35-41. doi:10.2307/2293924.  
 

Southern, Eileen. "An Origin for the Negro Spiritual." The Black Scholar 3, no. 10 (1972): 8-13.  
www.jstor.org/stable/41206835. 
 

 
Books 

 

Brooks, Tim. Lost Sounds: Blacks and the Birth of the Recording Industry, 1890- 

1919. Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2004. 
 

Cruz, Jon. Culture on the Margins: The Black Spiritual and the Rise of American Cultural  
Interpretation. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1999. 

 

Higginbotham, Evelyn Brooks. Righteous Discontent: The Women’s Movement in the Black  
Baptist Church, 1880-1920. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993.  

 

Washington, Booker T. A New Negro for a New Century: An Accurate and Up to Date Record of  
the Upward Struggles of the Negro Race. Chicago: American Publishing House, 1900. 



                                                                                                                                                Emmanuel 10 

 
 
Woodson, Carter G. The History of the Negro Church. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina  

Press, 1921.  
 


